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ABSTBACT 

This document outlines a course unit on Pre-Columbian 
Hayan Hyths intended to be part of a semester- long survey course on 
world mythology. The intended unit length of three weeks for three 
hours per week allows time for consideration of a brief geographical, 
historical, and cosmological background against which to place Bayan 
myths, study of the principal Bayan deities, and a presentation of 
Bayan art reflecting Hayan mythology. Instructional actiTities, 
suggested student activities and reading assignments are included in 
this outline for each segment of the unit. A bibliography and a list 
of useful films and filmstrips is included. (JDS) 
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Fre-^^olumblan Mayan Myths 

Gouaree Length— Three Weeks; three hours per iieelu 

Level— Intended for coamAinlty college level. No prerequisite* 

Teact^^ Mexicen and Central American Mythology by Irene Nicholson* 



Course Description 

This unit on Pre-Coluiii)ian Mayan Myths is intended to be part of a semester- 
long survey course on world oQrthology* Therefore^ by the tljss the student 
reaehes this unit^ he vlll have already dealt with an introduction to myth 
and myth theory (e.g.^ Jung» Blinds/ Levi-Stzauss, Caiq^ell) and will have 
read several other mythologies and my^.h-insplred Uterature« By then^ too^ 
the student should be able to appropriately use such tenw as ^^myth^"* "syniMls 
^'ardhetype^** and **collective unconsciois.** This previous study iriU serve 
the student as a point of reference and conqparison as he Icoks at Mayan 
svthol0gy« The course will consist of selsctedrreadii«s from Mexican and 
Central American Mythology* The Popol V\jh^ the Anmls of the CahfihlquelB* and 



A, To hear lectures and read teacher-prepared handouts on the cosmology^ 
history^ and culture of the Mayans irlth an eiqphasis on their 
contributions in astronomy* nathematies, vritii^^ and art* 

B* To read and discuss Mayan myths in teorms of form and content* 

C* To identify the principal deities and their function in Mayan Ufe* 

B* To exandne the art of the Mayans as a sreflection of their religious 
belief^ and cultural traditions* 

B* To coiqpare and contrast Mayan myths in teanas of theme (e*g« creation) 
and irincipal deities with those mythologies studied earUer in Obe 



F* To discuss the relevance of Mayan myths in our oim timse* 



Batlonale 

The zatlonale for these ofbjeetives sterns^ in the broader sense^ from a 
3realisation that mythology and its comection to literature^ psychology^ 
— relJgiim^i anthrttpolflgy^^i^ 
renaissanee at present* This appiroach to litetatttre Is being^ soue^t by 
many studsnts today because it speak* so relevantly to theiJE* persoml gzxwth 
and development* 




Objectives 



course* 
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Mora specif leally In sragard to the study of M&yan mythology, it Is hoped 
that the student vlll develop an appreciation of the hl«^ level of cirLli- 
satlon of the M&yan people before Cortee; that the student vill recognize 
the beauty and power of Marfan myths as pieces of literatxire; and that the 
student see his own experiences reflected in the universality of the 
Mktyui myths. 



Class Activities 



Lectures by the instructor and by guests 

Grwcp discussions 

Assigned and Independent sreadlng 

Slide presentations 

Oral reports 

FilJBS 
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Week One 



During this first veek of the unit^ I think it is Inportant for the 
teacher to give the student a brief geographical^ historical and 
eosnological hacKground against ^ich to place the Mayan nqrths. I would, 
theirefore, use an overhead xirojector to enlarge a map of Mexico on the 
soreen^ pointing out to the student the Yucatan area Where the various 
g?x>up6 of nasas lived and the probable routes on migration from the north. 
Tot a good overvieir of Mayst history and culture, I nould suggest that the 
teaittier consult The Ma.yat by Michael Coe and Mexico Before Cortez by 
Ignacio Bemal. this point I vould also tell the students (or have 
them read) the Quetsalocr.tl myth in their text, Mexican and Central 
American t^hology^ pp. TB^93f describing Quetzalcoatl's birth, teoqatation, 
fli4(ht, and his predicted return* Explain that irtien Cortes first arrired 
in Mexico, he nas mistaken fbr Qustsalcoatl because the date of his 
arrival coincided irlth the predicted date of Quetzalcoatl*s return. 

Far a thorou^ treatment or Mayui cosmology, the teacher might consxilt 
T he Rise and Pet 11 of M^yat Civilization by Brie Thompson, Chapter Six, 
pp. 259->29Sr ThoipcNion^s most recent i«ork, Maya History and Religion 
contains even more congprehensive msiterial on Mayan cosmology in Chapter Six, 
pp. 1^9*196. More information can be found in Walter Krickeberg's Pre- 
ColuBiblan American Religions, Chapter Two, pp. 6o-82. 



Week One 

I. Who are the Mayans? 

A. Brief ovanrlew of Mayan history and cultiire. 

B. World Yieif (cosmology) of the Mayans. See 
The Book of Chilam Balam. '^Ehe Return of the 
Four World Quarters,'' pp. 65-66. 

C. Bibliographical references on Mayans. 

D. kBBign reading of the Intsroduction and Chapter 
One in Mexican and Central American Mythology 
by Nicholson. 

R. Discussion of reading assignment. 



II. Film: Sentinels of Silence surveys the ancient srulns * 
of Mexico; or Ma| a of Ancie^^ and Modem Yucatan 
which enQfasnises that Mayan culture reached a 
richer stage of civilization than is generally 
recognized^ 



A. Introduce film vlth brief comments on asreheological 
zones I visited in Mexico. 



B. Show f 11a. 

C. Discuss the faellog and reaction porovokBd by the film. 

D. Assign reading ot csreatlon myths In Mexican and 
Central Aawglean Mythology, pp. 56-6i»; m).33' 

in. Creation Myths 

A. Real aloud to the class the myths in the Popoi Vuh. 

PMft I, Chapters 1-U, pp. 81-93. 

Aljo read aloud '^e Creation of the World** from 
the ChUam Balam. pp. 98-107. 

Another selaetion that could be used here is tron 
The AnnaH of the Catehiquels. Fart I, pp. U3J»7. 

B. Snail grovp discussions of myths read, 

1. Vfhat are the myum attengptli« to do throue^ 
their myths? 

2. What do theee myths reveal about Masan religious 
beliefiB? 

3. Coqpare and contrast them vith creation myths 
read earlier in the course. 



6 



5 



Week Tvo 

It 1b difficult, for the purposes of classroom study and discussion, to 
separate or "extract" the Mayan gods fl-om the total fkbrlc of Mayan life, 
for their flmotlons and Influence vere vide and -varied, permeating every 
ftteyt of Mayan eacistenee. Not only did the gods create, naintain, and 
psoteet the earth and nankind, bub they also goveimed the entire univewe, 
the elements, and the animal kingdom; they held thei power of life and 
death, and they presided over each day of the Calendar. For everything 
that nas iiqpartanb to the Maya there nas a deity In Charge: gods of the 
Sun, Moon, Venus, maize, rain, wind, thundsr, crops* 

For an excellent discussion of the Maya pantheoz., the Instructor might 
oensult Srie Thoaipsoii*s Masa History and Religion. Chapter Seven, entitled 
*^e Major Gods," contains a detailed explanation of the gods and their 
functions. Thompson stmeses the laqportance of the dual aspect of the gods: 
that is, the gods could l eiue s e ul both good and evil; the mscullne and the 
feminine; youth and old age. Other Ijqportant aspects of Maya religion that 
Thoaqpeon dlacusses are the deification of time periods and calendtatr teys; 
the duiOieatlon of functions of the gods, eepec tally as alien InflAience was 
felt; the ability of the Maya deities to merge with alien gods; and the 
deification of ancestors. 



Principal Deities 



Hunab Ku: Incorporeal and omnipotent 



Itzava: "Lizard House. " Aged nan with a Roman nose; inventor of writing 
and patron of learning and the sciences; the supreme deity. 

Ix Chel: "Rainbow Lady. " Wife of Itsanna. Old, goddess of weavli«, 

medicine, childbirth; perhaps even Moon Goddess. Equivalent to 
Coatllgue, the Aztec mother of gods and men. 

Omsteotl: god-floddess representing duality. The 13th rung of Heaven's 

ladder. All other gods. Including Bacabs (who held up the word) 
are offspring of Itzaona and Ixehel. 

Sim God: Ah Kin^il- slsdJar to Itzamna; becomes Jaguar god (very 
fearsome). 

Ix Chup: Moon Goddess; '^e Woman"— perhaps consort of the Sun God. 

Other celestial Deities were the Horth Stars and Venus. 
At the comers of the world were the benevolent Chacs. 
the Rain Gods manifested in thunder and Ui^tnlng. 
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h Bacabs: each prealdad ow a q\&rter of the 26o day period in turm 

Hells: porealded over by a nuaber of sinister goda^ especially Death 
knom aa Cuniiuiy Ah Puch^ and Clzin* 

Patrons of classes and professions: Kxuulcan— the god of ti>e ruling 
caste-featured a serpent* 

War gods vere venerated by soldiers « 

8k Chuah: Black fkce, PlxK>ctihio nose^ the patron of mertihants and cacao 
There vere also patrons of poets^ singers^ dancers^ lovers, and even s\ilcldes« 



Week Two 

!• Principal Deities 

A« Give introductory baciqground material on the Maya pantheon 
using Thooqpson's Maya History and Religion^ 

Assign reading firom Mexican and Central American Mythology : 
"Four Aspects of Hature," ppT^-Ulj '^Some Fenale Deities/' 
pp* 112-113; *^e Ball Game/' pp. 117-118; and '*Maya Parallels 
with Nahm Gods/* pp. 119-129* 

C. Student oral reports ftrom the Popol Vuh. Part H, pp. 107-l6U^ 

II. Slide presentation of deities selected ftom an assortment of slides 
taken at the Museum of Anthropology in Mexico Clty^ museunm fn 
Oaxaca^ and on my trip to Yticatan. 

III. Optional vrlting assignment: the student nay take one or more of 
the gods or goddesses firom the Ma^ pantheon and write his own myth 
about them^ using the Information he has been given on Yueatecan 
geography and history ac a setting. The student nay prefer^ however^ 
to write his own modem myth eaqplaining one of his values or beliefs. 



8 



Week Three 



In ttaia third veek^ the stiideot mi^t enjoy and profit from a lecture and 
sUde fresentatlon on Mnyan art^ mjch of Which la inapired by the mythology* 
By this time^ too^ the student could participate in a discussion coniparing 
Na^ptn mythology vith the mythologies studied earUer in the course, noting 
parall^ for the najor gods, as will as siinilArities in theme (^.g., 
creation) and imagery (e»g», nature imagery) • 

Finally, the teacher mi^^t initiate a discussion of the ingpact of Met^n 
myths in this century* More specifically, do these n^ths hold any relevance 
for the student In his daily life? If so, in >«hat imy? If not, nhy? 



Week Three 

1. Guest lecturer: Bob IQrieger ftrom the Orange Coast College Art 

Depasrtnent will speak on Ifety&n art, ut^ing the slides he took during 
a year's sabbatical in l^jcatazu 

II* Consgpare Msiyan mythology with other mythologies studied in the course 
in texms of theme, deities, synibols and imagery* 

XII* Discuss the relevance of Msi^n myths in the modem world and in the 
students* dBtily lives* 

IV* Allow time for students to give repoirts they may have been preparing 
as optional assignments* 



Suggested Activities 



1* Field trip to nearest large city museum to Pre«Goluni>ian aart objects* 

2* Students mie^t want to illustrate the myths and share their work with 
the class* 

3* Students might keep a Journal recording their personal reaction to the 
myths read* 

If* Students could prepare oral reports on: 

Chlehen^Itza as a ceremonial center 

M&san astronomy 

Majan plctuM writlx^ 

Olmdc influence on Mayan culture 

Maynn ball game and its significance 
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Methoda of Bvalmtlon 

1* Participation in class diflcussions* 

SL. Sasay ex&nination on Miyan cosmology^ the funr^tlon of the principal 
deities in the tbyin pantheon and points oi coaoparison and contrast 
lietween M&jan myths and other world mythologies^ 

3* Participation In class activities: oral reports^ field trips » 

illustrations of the myths^ uriting original versions of the myths. 
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